Undergraduate Translation Training: In Search of a Model  by Karimnia, Amin
 Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences  70 ( 2013 )  915 – 921 
1877-0428 © 2012 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd.
Selection and peer-review under responsibility of ALSC 2012
doi: 10.1016/j.sbspro.2013.01.138 
 
Akdeniz Language Studies Conference 2012 
Undergraduate translation training: In search of a model 
Amin Karimnia* 
Department of English Language, Fasa Branch, Islamic Azad University, Iran 
 
Abstract 
Translation is of great significance for people to make intercultural communication effective. The translation teaching 
differs from one situation to another, and some of the methods are not effective. It is, therefore, of great importance to 
channel more efforts into the research in this area. The present paper is an attempt to address the present situation of 
translation training programs in Iran by looking at the practical and theoretical dimensions of translation studies as an 
emerging discipline. It is also intended for the improvement of methodologies for translation teaching. First, an 
introductory word is said about nature of human communication, nature of translation and the significance of 
translation training. Second, an important distinction is drawn between a theory of translation and a theory of 
translating and finally based on the three concepts of practice, technique and theory a model is proposed for teaching 
undergraduate translation trainees. 





Translation is an act of communication which involves the use of language, whether it shows itself in 
the spoken form (interpreting) or written form (translating). Explaining the nature of human 
communication, being the raw material for translation activity is, therefore, a prerequisite for embarking 
on any pedagogical endeavor relating to translation. The production and reception of language (be it 
written or spoken) is a dynamic, interactive process whereby explicit as well as implicit propositions are 
smoothly produced and received. The propositional content, or simply meaning, in human discourse 
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embodies two main functions: the affective (phatic) function and the referential (informational) function 
at varying degrees, with a discernable dominance of one over the other in various discourses. This 
functional and fluid division of labor captures the usually intertwined interactional and transactional 
functions of human communication in its entirety (Brown and Yule, 1983). 
In fact, translation is of great value. It is not easy to imagine what would happen if there were a lack 
of this crucial medium. As the dimensions of time and space shrink, people from across the world find it 
increasingly significant to communicate with each other. 
This study tries to look at the present situation more critically by referring to the significance of 
translation training using three important concepts of practice, technique and theory and proposing a 
model for translation training.  
 
 
2. The Importance of Translation Teaching 
There is a widespread wrong belief that everyone is able to translate in the absence of academic 
training if he or she is bilingual and possesses a reliable bilingual dictionary. In fact, many professional 
translators believe that courses in translation are a waste of time.  Nida (1993), however, asserts that in 
spite of such criticisms to teaching translating, there has been a need for instruction and guidance in 
learning to translate. To my way of thinking as a translation instructor, the people who have been great 
translators via mere practical experiences are exceptions. The boring analysis of the text that may be 
stylistically, structurally and semantically demanding and the complexity of transfer due to stylistic and 
linguistic differences determine that the teaching of translation is a necessity among the disciplines of 
language teaching. 
 
3. Translation Programs in Iran 
Despite the significance of the translation courses in the English undergraduate programs at 
Iranian universities, the objectives of these courses have been misunderstood and also difficult to achieve. 
The descriptions state that the objective of each course is to translate from English into Persian and vice 
versa and to introduce students to theories of translation and train them. There is a wide agreement among 
instructors of translation that the training does not achieve its objectives. 
Translation programs at the undergraduate have become a common feature of many universities in Iran. 
Most of these institutions, however, have difficulty regarding the availability of competent translation 
trainers. As a result, the task of translation teaching is assigned to bilingual academics who specialize in 
literature, language teaching and/or linguistics.  
It is not hard to find translation trainers who neither have a sufficient theoretical background in 
Translation Studies, nor interest or motivation to familiarize themselves with Translation Studies as an 
academic discipline. These academics believe that their formal training in literature, linguistics or 
language teaching is self-sufficient for teaching translation, which is, to them, a by-product of such 
training. Consequently, translation training in such contexts and with such attitudes does not go beyond 
anecdotal explanations. For example, one may cite the common belief that translation activity is nothing 
more than using a bilingual dictionary effectively. To draw on one interesting and surprising incident, an 
instructor at an English department where translation program is run once came to me and surprisingly 
asked why you let students use dictionaries on exam sessions. He was wondering what would be left of 
the test if the examinees were allowed to use dictionaries. 
In addition to the serious lack of competent translation trainers, many of the students admitted to 
translation programs do not possess adequate language competence in their first language (Persian) let 
alone competence in the foreign language (predominantly English). This bitter reality turns most 
translation courses at different universities in Iran into language rather than translation courses proper. 
language skills in the foreign as well as the native language, adequate language proficiency in the relevant 
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language pair is an indispensable requirement.  This requirement cannot be taken for granted based on 
possession of high school and/or university certification relevant to language skills in the language pair. 
Based on my personal experience, many translation students (both undergraduates and postgraduates) do 
not demonstrate adequate English language competence that can live up to the requisites of translation 
activity. Still worse, some even lack such language competence in their native language (Persian).  
Translation activity presents constraints and complications that may not occur in intralingual 
communication. For example, the high degree of flexibility and freedom available to a student when he or 
she writes in English or Persian is tremendously reduced when engaging in translation between the two 
languages, due to the formal and semantic bond emerging between the original and the translation-to-be. 
Consequently, translation programs should base their selection of volunteers on entrance examinations 
that gauge translational competence in the language pair rather than decisions that merely refer to 
language proficiency. 
 
4. Theory of Translating vs. Theory of Translation 
To many students and surprisingly teachers, the need for translation theory/theories in translation 
training is far from being clear. The familiar argument is that, until recently, most competent translation 
practitioners had never received any type of formal or academic instruction in translation studies. While 
such an argument is generally true, it does not negate the presence of theory in translation activity, at least 
at the psycho-cognitive level. In other words, the competent practitioner who has not engaged in any kind 
of formal training progressively develops a set of translation strategies that are subconsciously activated 
when translating. For example, when encountering a proverbial or an idiomatic expression, he or she first 
looks for a corresponding expression in the target language. Only after failing to access one will he opt 
for rendering sense independently of phraseology.  
Most importantly, therefore, we should draw a key distinction between a theory of translating 
and a theory of translation. First, a theory of translating is subconscious; it consists of a set of practical 
principles and guidelines which are intuitively implemented in translation practice by practitioners on the 
market. By contrast, a theory of translation is conscious; it consists of a set of theoretical or abstract 
principles and guidelines which are formally learned and consciously applied by translators. Second, 
while a theory of translating is naturally acquired through extensive translation activity wherein the set of 
principles and guidelines reaches a high degree of automatization in experienced translators, a theory of 
translation is formally learned through exposure to or instruction in Translation Studies wherein 
theoretical claims are tested against naturally occurring or concocted translational data (Bell, 1991). Thus, 
a theory of translating is subconscious, intuitive and naturally acquired, whereas a theory of translation is 
stinction 
between a covert and an overt translation is part of a theory of translation, while the formally uninformed 
-oriented or text-oriented is the output of a theory 
of translating.  
Native speakers of human languages gradually develop sufficient competence in their languages 
which enables them to use language effectively prior to engaging in any form of formal training. 
Similarly, translation practitioners gradually develop sufficient translational competence through 
extensive translation activity. In both cases, a theory of communicating and translating is developed 
subconsciously. A native speaker can easily judge the linguistic and social well-formedness of sentences 
and utterances in various contexts. Similarly, a translation practitioner can judge the contextual fitness 
and naturalness of translations. The intuitive knowledge developed by both native speakers and 
translators through natural exposure to communicating and translating respectively is subject to further 
refinement and systematization by formal training and instruction, e.g., language, linguistics and 
translation classes. Hence, a native speaker who has access to formal instruction in language and/or 
linguistics will develop, in addition to his subconscious theory of communicating, a conscious theory of 
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communication. Similarly, a translation practitioner who has access to formal instruction will develop, in 
addition to his or her subconscious theory of translating, a conscious theory of translation.      
Teaching translation courses by those who have specialized in linguistics, literature or language 
teaching is similar to asking a layman native speaker to teach language courses. The writer of these lines 
is quite sure that all of those specializing in Persian language and/or literature would object strongly to the 
assignment and would not let a layman native speaker to teach Persian language courses, but only very 
few would question the assignment in the former case. This unfortunate attitude may be attributed to the 
common view that translation competence alone (i.e., a theory of translating) is all that is needed for the 
teaching of translation courses, whereas, rightly in this case, language competence alone (i.e., a theory of 
communicating) is far from being sufficient for teaching language courses. Consequently, scholars 
working within Translation Studies should struggle hard to convince other fellow scholars that a theory of 
translation is indispensable part of the task when it comes to giving formal instruction in translation 
classes. Only then will translation courses build their own legitimate reality. In the present situation, 
translation teaching is an ugly duckling! We cannot wait long to see if it changes to a beautiful swan! 
 
 
5. Translation Practice, Techniques and Theories 
It is obvious that practice without an adequate theory produces only useless results, while theory 
without practice is also useless. This statement shows the significance of translation theory to translation 
practice, and also demonstrates that translation theory in the absence of practice is fruitless. In fact, it is 
generally accepted that the study of theory is based on practice and practice should be shaped by theory 
(Nida, 1993). 
doxical and gives rise to the 
confusion of students, who will deem the theory useless and therefore become bored. Despite the fact that 
students learn some applied theories in translation courses, they will translate freely if the theories are not 
related to the practice they are conducting.  
For example, consider a situation where a teacher deals with a particular theory in great details, and 
students may find it difficult to comprehend. After the theoretical explanation, the teacher assigns the 
students to do some exercises which, however, have no relation to the theory. What will come of the 
theoretical effort? Sometimes, this may be quite dangerous. Translation beginners may initially hold the 
idea that translation theory is of crucial significance to practice. If the theory they have learned is, 
nevertheless, not helpful to the actual practice, they will gradually lose interest in translation lessons and 
even their activity and enthusiasm for translation are likely to be diminished. In the final analysis, theories 
must stem from practice, and the teaching of theory may also be based on it. One should bear in mind 
consists of, and can be defined as, a 
21). 
    The practice that provides the foundation for theoretical study should itself be guided by theory. 
The specific guidance of diversification ranges from that of a single word (the smallest translation unit) to 
that of a text (the largest translation unit), involving different factors such as cultures, translation methods 
and translation techniques. For example, translation theory can determine the most appropriate method for 
texts of various categories. Different texts call for different methods. The translation of a medical text or 
religious text requires particular formality and precision, so a more semantic translation method should be 
employed. A washing machine catalog cannot be translated in the same way, since the function of a 
washing machine catalog is quite different from those of religious or medical texts. 
Translation is complex, and different issues regarding this complex activity are derived from different 
disciplines such as psychology, literary criticism, linguistics, aesthetics and semiotics. However, the fact 
that there is no generally accepted theory entailing all these disciplines should not be a sufficient reason 
for people to completely deny the existence and role of translation theory. So what is translation theory? 
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Chesterman (2007) states that a theory of translation is a view of translation which helps us to understand 
it better. Newmark also points out:  
In a narrow sense, translation theory is concerned with the translation method appropriately used for a 
certain type of text, and it is therefore dependent on a functional theory of language. However, in a wider 
sense, translation theory is the body of knowledge that we have about translating, extending from general 
principles to guidelines, suggestions and hints. What translation theory does is, first, to identify and define 
a translation problem; second, to indicate all the factors that have to be taken into account in solving the 
problem; third, to list all the possible translation procedures; finally, to recommend the most suitable 
translation procedure, plus the appropriate translation. (1988, p. 9). On the whole, the objective of 
translation theory is to study the rules and regulations of translating. 
 
 
6.  Translation Techniques 
   According to Nida (1964, p. 226), the objectives of the translation techniques are as follows: 
1)          to provide adjustment of the form of the message to the requirements of the structure of the 
target language 
  2)          to produce semantically equivalent structures 
  3)           to provide equivalent stylistic appropriateness  
  4)          to carry an equivalent communication load. 
  
Nida(1964) makes various changes in form which are classified as additions, subtractions and 
alterations.  
The additions are filling out elliptical expressions, obligatory specification, additions required 
because of grammatical restructuring, amplification from implicit to explicit status, answers to rhetorical 
questions, classifiers, connectives, categories of the receptor language which do not exist in the SL. 
Subtractions primarily include repetitions and specification of reference. Alterations can be generally 
treated under the following classes: sound, categories, word classes, order of elements, clause and 
sentence structures, semantic problems involving single words and semantic problems involving 
exocentric expressions (Nida, 1964, pp. 227-233). 
ors. They 
must also know the reasons for such rules, since only then can they be applied with insight and 
should be theorized. In other words, practical translation techniques should receive theoretical 
justification. Techniques are concerned with what a translator does, while theories are concerned with 
why he does so. Theories are rather abstract while techniques are substantially concrete, solving specific 
expect that a theoretical model of translation should solve all the problems a translator encounters. 
Instead, it should formulate a set of strategies for approaching problems and for co-ordinating the different 
translation practice. When we want to continue our studies, theories tell us that we need to go to school 
and have teacher, and techniques then are the actual school or teacher. Hence, the relationship between 
translation theories and translation techniques speaks for itself. 
 
7.  A Proposed Model 
Based on the three important concepts of theory, technique and practice, we can think of a model 
that consists of 3 steps: Scrutinizing problems (practice), elaborating on techniques (problem-solving), 
and explaining theories. Students 1) find the problems after translating some selected materials, 2) obtain 
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the required technique under the guidance of teachers to resolve the problems, 3) receive theory 
explanation from teachers to justify the application of the technique. I would like to call this model PTT 
model since it is based on practice, technique and theory. 
The actual class procedures are as follows:  
90 minutes is the time instructors have in handling the classes at the universities. 
70 minutes is designed for a translation sample lesson. 20 minutes are put aside in this model for 
greetings, calling the roles and some unexpected events in every class. Specific time for the coverage of 
each of the following parts is as follows: 
1) 1)     Practice:  
a)     Instructors present the materials to students for translation. 
b)     Instructors and students solve comprehensive problems through text analysis. 
c)    Students translate the materials into the target language independently. 
d)     Students present some problems, with the possible guidance of teachers, after analyzing their 
translation that is not idiomatic. 
This stage takes almost 40 minutes. 
2) 2)     Techniques:  
a)     Students are encouraged to ask questions about the idioms of the work, and their interest in and 
desire for a better translation is evoked. 
b)    Students may look for solutions and, with the help of teachers, ultimately find the needed 
translation technique. 
c)     Instructors exemplify the translation technique. 
d)    Students employ the translation technique to revise and improve their translation. 
e)     Instructors provide students with their suggested translations for students to further improve their 
translation. 
This stage takes almost 20 minutes. 
3)   3) Theories:  
a)     Students are further encouraged to raise questions regarding the translation technique. For 
example, why should this technique be employed? 
b)    Instructors elaborate on some related-theories through examples. 
c)     Instructors refer students to materials again to justify the application of the technique in question. 
also theoretically mastered. 
This stage takes almost 10 minutes. 
 To clarify the above-mentioned model (PTT model), the following example seems to be in order: 
Five Israeli soldiers were killed in an explosion in eastern Khan Younes in the Gaza Strip by Hamas 
militants. 
 In the first stage (practice), the students try to find the meaning of unknown words and study the 
comprehension problems through text analysis. In the second stage (techniques), the students look for 
solution as how e.g., to translate a passive structure. Whether it should be translated as passive or active or 
: neutral connotation
martyred: positive connotation  to be killed: negative connotation). The teacher 
exemplifies the techniques and provides the students with his or her suggested translation. In the third 
stage (theory), students are encouraged to raise questions on why should they translate as such? For 
  and not , or 
. Teacher refers his or her students to some related theories such as Skopos Theory of Vermeer 
(1989/2004) and the work of German functionalists, notably Nord (1991) and House (2001, 2006), to 
justify the use of techniques. 
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8. Conclusion 
It goes without saying that PTT model is open to discussion and improvement, as different scholars 
hold different views on translation methods. What this paper presents merely serves as a proposition for 
ith the 
 
PTT model may prove productive. However, considerable and demanding preparation is needed. 
Selection of translation materials is time-consuming, which should mainly feature a specific technique and 
its related theories. Also, a great amount of preparation is called for before techniques and theories are 
provided for lessons. Finally, a proper combination of translation theories, translation techniques and 
translation practice in a lesson also requires motivation and creative work of teachers. 
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